
here wasn't much talk about college dur- 
ing Rebecca Mathis' formative years in 
south Florida. She grew up in a single- 
parent household, the daughter of a 

tian immigrant who pointed Rebecca toward 
as a traditional wife - one whose success would 

y her abilities to cook, clean and 
band and family: 

ok that path straight ihit ofhi& 
chool. She married at 17, and by the time she 

was the mother of two. Last year, 
ca and her husband, Obed, welcomed a third 

he family. Fortunately, even as she moved 
Iy from high school student to wife and moth- 

never lost touch with another message 

from her childhood. "My mother always told me ::'.' 

that, when it seems that all the doors a* shut for 
you, there's always one door open," she recalled. 
'You just need to walk through it." 

In January 2004, Rebecca found that open door - 
at the admissions office on the central campus of 
Broward Community College in Davie, Ha. 
ing through that door and enrolling in a comm 
college, Rebecca joined a varied and growi 
She became one of the 11.6 million student 
ing one of the nation's nearly 1,200 two-year in 
tions. According to the American Association o 
Community Colleges (AACC), these 1 1.6 million 
students represent 46 percent of all U.S. unde 
ates and 45 percent of first-time frshmen. 



COMMUNITY COLLEGES 

Clearly, in terms of carrying the enrollment load, 
the nation's two-year institutions (particularly its 
979 public two-years) are doing yeoman's work. 
This is especially true among students in groups 
that are typically underserved in higher education, 
including low-income students, first-generation stu- 
dents and students of color. Community colleges 
serve 47 percent of the nation's black undergradu- 
ates, 56 percent of Latinos and 57 percent of 
Native Americans. 

For Rebecca and millions of other underserved 
students, community colleges provide a precious 
opportunity. Without the accessibility, low cost 
and flexibility of Broward's class schedule, Rebecca 
wouldn't be a college student, and she might never 
reach her dream of being a registered nurse. In her 
words: "I basically wouldn't get anywhere." 

In Rebecca's case, Broward is a family affair. She 
and Obed, 26, are both studying to be registered 
nurses -as is her 57-year-old mother, Juliette 

Community college students 
. . . by the numbers 

Forty-six percent are 25 or older, and 32 
percent are at least 30 yean old. The average 
age is 29. 

- Fifty-eight percentare women. 

- Twenty-nine percent have annual household 
incomes less than $20,000. 

- Eighty-five percent balance studies with full- 
time or part-time work. More than half (54 
percent) have full-time jobs. 

Thirty percent ofthose who work full time 
also attend classes full time (12 or more aed- 
it hours)). Among students 30-39 years old, 
the rate climbs to41 percent. 

Minority students constitute 30 percent of 
community college enrollments nationally, 
with Latino students representing the 
fastest-growing raciallethnic population. 

Sou~e: rk  Amer~can AsN~ation df(ornmun1ty 
Eolleger h e d o n  motenalrn the NmionaI Pmfik of 
Communrty (o1leges:Trends & Stat~stns Ph11lippe& 
Panon,zOW. 

Mentor, a licensed practical 
nurse. To attend Broward, 
Rebecca and Obed juggle 

I 
family and work. When one 
is in class or on the job, the 
other is home minding the 
kids. After receiving their 
associate's degrees, both 

I 
plan to transfer to a four- 

I 
year institution to complete , 

I 
them educat~on 

director of CCS5 
Because they took an 

indirect route from high 
school to college, Obed and Rebecca are classified 
as "nontraditional" students (those older than age 
22). Obed works 40 hours a week as a technician 
in a hospital psychiatric ward; Rebecca works 20 
hours a week in a work-study program on the 
Broward campus. An average student through 
much of high school, Rebecca took a required 
prep (or developmental) class at Broward to get up 
to speed in algebra, a core subject. Broward 
required Obed, who arrived in Florida from Haiti 
at the age of 15, to  take three prep classes - read- 
ing, writing and math - before he could begin 
earning credits toward his degree. When 
Rebecca receives her diploma, she will be the 
first in her family to graduate from college. 

The Mathises' demographic profile - nonwhite, 
older, first-generation, employed, parents - 
belies the commonly held image of a "college 
student." Their lives have very little in common 
with that of a typical 18- to 22-year-old full-time 
student at a four-  ear residential campus. Yet, 
more and more often, community college stu- 
dents such as Rebecca and Obed Mathis reflect 
the realities of American higher education. 

"There are so many competing issues in their 
lives," said Kay McClenney, director of the 
Community College Survey of Student 
Engagement (CCSSE) at the University of Texas- 
Austin. 'These students are really heroes; they are 
people who often have to choose between buying 
books and paying their rent." 

Working to widen 
the window of opportunity 

As more and more students turn to community 
colleges to help them transform their lives, these 
two-year schools are seeking to transform them- 
selves. At least two forces are driving this change: 
First is the widespread belief - and a founding 



Community college 
movement has 
plenty of allies 

Community colleges traditionally have had 
a lower public profile than the nation's four- 
year colleges and universities, but that seems 
to be changing.President George W. Burh has 
spoken publicly about the importance of 
twoyear schools to the nation's economic 
future,and community-development organi- 
zations and policy-makersala have touted 
theircontdbutionr. 

The rising stock of two-year schools also 
is exemplified by the growing number of 
national organizations and initiatives that 
seek to assist community colleges and their 
students. Achieving the Dream: Community 
Colleges Count is just one example of such 
efforts.Hereare a few orhers,along with Web 
site addresses that offermore information: 

American Association of Community 
Colleges: AACC, based in Washlngton. 
D.C., is the maln membership organ~zation 

forthe nation\ nearly 1,200~-year 
institutions. (www.aacc,nche.edu) 

colleges'effectivenea in actively engaging 
their students. (www.ccsse.orq) 

Bridges to Oppomn%This projeq 
funded by the Ford Foundahon, works in 
six states to implement state- and system- 
level pohcy changes that serve to Increase 
the access and success of lowlncome stu- 
dents in communltv colleaes. 

League for Innovation in the 
Community College: Founded in 1968,tkir 
membersh~p organization for community 
colleges ~ndudes more than 800 two-year 
institutions in 16 muntnes.(~~~_Ieague.org) 

Commun-ky College Affinity 
Partnership: CCAP is a group of private 
foundations and national and state orga- 
nizations that work together to coordinate 
their efforti to aid community colleges. 

Community College Survey of 
Student Engagement: CCSSE was 
established in 2001 as a project ofthe 
Commun~ty College Leadersh~p Program at 
the University ofTexas at Austin.The survey, 
adapted from a s~milar tool used on four- 
year campuses,assesses community 

National Articulation andTransfer 
NetwoB: NATN,a coalition of more than 
200 large urban high schools,community 
colleges and four-year mstitutlons,ls a non- 
pmfn organization helping students of 
mlor identify and seize oppportunities for 
educational advancement at two- and 
four-year colleges. (w.natn.org) 

Opening Doom Inthii init.Mw, experts 
from New York-based MDRC are working 
with community colleges in several states 
to design and implement new types of 
financial aid, student services and dass- 
room innovations to increase the success 
rates of low-income students. 
~ ~ . m d ~ o n J p O p a ~ 3 1 ~ L h b n O  

pr inc ip le  o f  t he  c o m m u n i t y  col lege movemen t  - 

that  a col lege educat ion shou ld  b e  accessible t o  a l l  
Americans who seek it. Second is the  increasingly 

urgent  message t ha t  a high school  d ip loma, once  
considered t he  standard for economic  success, is n o  

longer  suff icient t o  compete  in the  highly compet i -  

t ive, g loba l  job market. 
With the  cost  o f  an  educat ion a t  four-year resi- 

dent ia l  inst i tu t ions skyrocketing, commun i t y  col -  

leges also have become an  increasingly popu la r  
option for students w h o  wan t  to mee t  basic course 

requirements a t  l owe r  prices be fore  moving on to a 
four-year inst i tu t ion.  Final ly, w i t h  t he i r  emphasis on 

community, pub l i c  two-year schools con t inue  t o  

serve workers w h o  wan t  to upgrade t h e  job skills 

t ha t  keep local  economies viable. 

T h e  mul t ip le missions of community colleges are, 
policy-makers agree, both the bane and the  blessing of 
the system. Almost  universally acclaimed by the  com- 

munities t hey  serve, two-year schools offer a range of 
services that  can sometimes leave the  institutions 

grasping for definit ion and iden t i t y  T h a t  uncertainty, 
in turn, can feed a common  misperception tha t  c o m -  

munity colleges are t h e  second-class c i t izens of 
Amer ican  h i ghe r  education. 

"We  don't always rank  as t he  col lege of choice,  

even among  t he  faculty," said K imbe r l y  McKay ,  
outreach coordinator  for student services a n d  devel- 

opmen t  a t  South  Texas Col lege in McAl len ,  Texas. 

L o r i  Baker, dean of student services a t  Vi rg in ia 
Western C o m m u n i t y  Co l lege  in Roanoke, believes 

t ha t  sentiment is evolv ing.  She draws an  analogy 
be tween a n  economy  m o t e l  a n d  a luxury hote l :  

T h e  c o m m u n i t y  col lege doesn't have a l l  t he  

amenities t ha t  four-year colleges have. We don't 
have valets o r  bel lhops, a n d  . . . w e  cer ta in ly  don't  

put chocolates under  t he  p i l low.  Bu t  a t  the  e n d  of 
t he  day, w h e n  you stay a t  a hotel,  there$ only one  

thing you real ly  want ,  a n d  that's a good night's 

sleep. I think the  c o m m u n i t y  col lege system pro- 

v ides wha t  we're a l l  truly trying to prov ide  - a n  
educat ion tha t  w i l l  h e l p  students meet  the i r  goals." 

Sti l l ,  there's always room for improvement ,  a n d  
t he  nation's c o m m u n i t y  colleges are embrac ing  tha t  

sp i r i t  a n d  w o r k i n g  to t ransform the  cul ture of two- 

year h i ghe r  education. Some at t r ibute the  changes 

(cont~nued ON Page ( 4 )  
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to natural progression, the transition to a new gen- 
eration of leaders and faculty from those who have 
guided community colleges since their widespread 
inception in the 1960s and 1970s. 

Community colleges have always filled at least 
two basic niches: preparing transfer students for 
four-year institutions and meeting-the workforce- 
development needs of the communities they serve. 
What has changed, according to Thomas Bailey, 
director of the Community College Research 
Center at Teachers College, Columbia University, is 
a shift in institutions' focus from inputs (enrollment 
rates) to outcomes (rates of attainment or success). 

This emphasis on accountability is making com- 
munity colleges take a hard and honest look at how 
well they serve the students they enroll. Perhaps 
the students they're looking at most closely are 
those who drop out after one semester or less. To 

meet the challenge of getting more students 
through the first year and beyond, community col- 
leges are turning to a familiar but ohen-underused 
tool: student-outcomes data. 

'There is a sense that accountability is something 
they need to confront," said Richard Kazis, director 
of Jobs for the Future, a Boston-based advocacy 
organization for economic and educational develop- 
ment. "In the past, it was not unusual for community 
colleges to say: 'We have so many different kinds of 
students coming in for so many different things, so 
its very difficult to say what our retention rates mean 
or what our graduation rates mean.' There is now a 
sense that they can no longer say that. . . . They now 
understand that data about student outcomes helps 
them improve what they're doing It helps them 
understand where they are weak and where they 
have value and where they need to improve." 
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It's not that community colleges have operated 
in a data vacuum. The numbers were always there; 
but these days, community colleges are crunching 
them in ways they've never done before. This data- 
driven trend is part of the general movement 
toward greater accountability in education that is 
perhaps most evident in the federal No Child Left 
Behind law The trend also is being spurred by 
efforts such as Achieving the Dream: Community 
Colleges Count, a national initiative that aims to 
improve success rates among community college 
students, particularly those in underserved, at-risk 
populations. (See Pages 8-10 for more on 
Achieving the Dream.) The initiative, which began 
in 2004 with funding from Lumina Foundation for 
Education, now includes 10 partner organizations, 
including two additional funding organizations, 
Knowledgeworks Foundation and the Nellie Mae 
Education Foundation. Achieving the Dream is at 
work in seven states, on the campuses of 35 com- 
munity colleges. 

One of those colleges is South Texas College 
(STC), one of the new kids on the community col- 
lege block. Located in McAllen, barely 10 minutes 
from the Mexican border, the school opened in 
1993. Registration lines wound around the block 
that first year, when STC served 1,000 students. 
Today, more than 17,000 students attend STC - a 
school that, along with the area's low labor costs, 
has been a driving force behind the growth in light 
industry in Hidalgo and Starr counties. 

Building 'a culture of 

evidence from their classrooms - unprepared stu- 
dents who needed to be held more accountable for 
their performance - to trump the data. Eventually, 
the two sides came together. 

First, the president agreed that the faculty's 
instincts about conduct were often conect. 
Students were indeed registering late, unwilling or 
unable to adapt adequate study habits and delaying 
important decisions, notably failing to line up the 
financial aid that would guarantee them funding for 
their second year at STC. 'The more we looked at 
the factors," said Reed. 'The more it was clear we 
were accommodating bad behavior." 

But then Reed urged faculty members to look to 
the causes of that behavior. Faculty bought in to 
the idea, and STC is now much more systematic in 
using research data to better understand and 
address the challenges that so many students face. 
'We came to the conclusion that we needed to 
build a culture of evidence based on data, not just 
what we thought made sense," said Reed. 

The root of the low retention rate was a lack of 
readiness: The STC entrance exam indicated that 
83 percent of incoming freshmen were unprepared 
for college-level courses. Sixty-seven percent of 
them required remediation in English, reading or  
math. Arriving at college unprepared for class work 
is one obvious barrier to college success. And STC 
and other community colleges have identified 
other such barriers - other factors that magnify 
academic shortcomings and put students at risk of 
dropping out. They include: 

Being the first member of the family to attend 

evidence based on data' 
In turn, the driving force behind STC is Shirley 

A. Reed, the school's first and only president. 
Tough and plain-spoken, Reed is an educational 
leader who's never shy about pushing the statelegis- 
lature for larger appropriations or urging greater 
productivity from faculty and staff. 

Reed's playbook has always contained volumes 
of data reflecting the make-up, character and aca- 
demic level of STC students. The research also 
provided vivid evidence of the school's Achilles 
heel: 25 percent of the school's at-risk students 
departed between the first and second semesters, 
and fully half of them never made it to a second 
year of classes. 

As much as Reed was driven by the numbers, she 
struggled to convince the faculty to embrace the 
relationship between data and classroom perform- 
ance. The faculty always pointed to anecdotal 

- 
college. 
Being the ~ r o d u c t  of a K-I2 system that failed to - 
develop students' potential. 
Holding down a job, in most cases full time. 
Being a parent, often a single parent. 
Being a part-time student and dropping out peri- 
odically due to the demands of time or lack of 
resources. 

Identifying these challenges was the first step; 
then came the hard part. 

'They are all different challenges," pointed out 
Frank Renz, executive director of the New Mexico 
Association of Community Colleges. "That makes 
it difficult for the community colleges - especially 
in the student services offices. (These offices) 
could use a cookbook on how to support these stu- 
dents because they differ so much from one indi- 
vidual to another and one population to another." 

For the colleges that have joined Achieving 
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the Dream, that means takrng the educatron of at- progress on campus, monrtonng them for potential 
rrsk students in an entrrely different directson. danger srgns such as irregular attendance, slipprng 
Some call it a holistic approach - education in the test scores, a tendency to swtch majors, and other 
context of hfe. STC and others prefer to call it clues that farlure or dropout may be tmmrnent. 
case management. Whatever rt IS called, itk the Thls IS where the Student Success Center (SSC) 
ack~lpwledgment that the classroom is usually just enters the prcture. Located in a state-of-the-art 
one part of an intricate web that constitutes life for facrlity four trmes larger than the burldrng it 
these students - a web comphcated by financial replaced, the center is, in effect, asafety net 
&stress, family obligatrons and other socral and desrgned to catch at-ask smdents in ftee fall. Irk a 
economic factors. net supported by a computer program that com- 

Fully apprecrating these circumstances helped lrft brnes risk factors, faculty Input and classroom per- 
the curtain on a truth that many in communrty fonnance When a red flag goes up, the success 
colleges seemed to overlook: Nontradrtional stu- center sprlngs Into action 
dents, who attend community colleges M huge Patrick Murray, the cent& director, punched up 
numbers, often confront barriers that many four- the mord of a student who c m e  to the SSCs atten- 
year students s~mply don't face. tton after enrolling in the same bas= math class fiw 

"It was the elephant in the middle of the room," times. 'We at first thought the student had a learning 
said E~leen Holden, vrce problem," Murray 
presrdent for academic explarned 'Then we real- 
affairs at Broward, ized, after looking at the 
another Achieving the data, that he was just put- 
Dream college. ting off the hard work in 
"Everybody knew it was his classes because of 
thew, but nobody wanted math a e p .  He was JH 
to talk about it because classr but he wasn't tiy- 
then we'd have to do rng to pass the classes " 
somethrng about rt. We Once a problem is 
never looked at the idmttfied, the centet's 
problem through the Structured Leaming 
lens of the tremendous Assrstance program takes 
amount of  owa age it over, o f f m g  intensive 
takes for people who one-on-one peer and pro- 
test rnto three prep "It's my job to give them Id& a second chance,"says Leslie fecnional staff tutoring 
(remedral) classes to Sherman, who teathesa"rucrcssrouae"on the Browanl undertaken wrth a single 
stay here " Community College campus in Coconut Creek, fla. purpwe: to keep the stu- 

The steps colleges dent rn school. 
have taken to move at-rrsk students ham registra- Student success has become a mantra on many 
tron to gmduation aren't exactly radrcal k t  they're two-year campuses. It is the watchword that moti- 
close. "Nobody ever crunched the numbers before," vates staff and faculty, and rt'sud to m~ire&nts 
said Mrchael Cook, coordmator of the frrst-year who once were allowed ro quietly fade away. 
program at strll another Achievrng the Dream msti- Succes is at the center of the erght sections of the 
tution, Mountam Emplre Commumty College course that Leslie Sherman teaches at Browardis North 
(MECC), in Big Stone Cap, Va 'We've tr~ed other Campus m Coconut Creek, Fla S h m a n i  c l a s s  com- 
thrngs in the past, like early-warning systems. But brne pmctical skills (bme management, prionbzrng), 
they just d~dn't work. 1 don't thrnk they were intm- life skills (including how to balance a checkbook) and 
sive enough " bastc pedagogy She also require each student to learn 

At South Texas College (STC), rntrusiveness 50 new wmds by the end of the semester. "Half of 
beglns the moment the school has a student's thesekids have never written a report before:' she sard 
placement exam in hand. The test includes an 'They can read the words, but they don't have any rdea 
addendum that alerts counselors and adnunistrators of trow to put them together m asentern." By semes- 
to the risk Factors at play -work, famlly, poverty ter'send, d all goes accordtng to plan, the students will 
and hrgh-school ach~evement levels. Once at-risk have learned what they must do io s u d  m college. 
students are identrfred, the school tracks therr As befits a "success course" teacher, Sherman 

[contlnurd on Page 4 8 )  
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[continuedfrom Page la)  

works with boundless energy and patlence The Changing student behaviors 
assignment on a late November day requ~red each 
student to dellver a short presentat~on, complete to boost student success 
with background material, to describe his or her Of course, education as case management isn't 
academic major and career goals. One  student always marked by life-and-death drama, but as Luis 
explained how a love for children pushed her Gudino's story shows, it's often life-altering. As 
toward being a social worker; a prospective psy- South Texas College (STC) students go, Luis is 
chologist discussed a penchant for helping others; fairly typical. H e  took two developmental classes 
a would-be FBI agent detailed the steps necessary before he could embark on his declared field of 
to achieve her career goal. In the questions she study and enter STC's radiology program. As he 
asked and the gentle advice she offered, Sherman began his third semester, one major obstacle stood 
treated each student with the deference of a in the way: a biology exam. Doing well on the 
Haward dean consulting with a doctoral candi- term's first biology exam would allow him to keep 
date. Finally, a young woman stepped to the front up the 3.0 grade point average he'd worked so 
of the class. Her objective: to become an elemen- hard to sustain. The consequences of falling short 
tary school teacher. were twofold. For Luis, the biggest concern was 

"What do teachers do every day>" Sherman asked. the most immediate: If he lost his 3.0 GPA, he 
The student hesitated. "Go to work?" she half- would also lose the "good student" discount rate on 

answered. his car insurance. Priority No. 2: Admission to 
Sherman didn't flinch; she didn't grimace. She STC's radiology program also required that he 

pushed fonvard. "And what maintain that GPA. 
do they do at work?" she During his first year, Luis 
pressed. A student in the took STC's version of the 
back of the room snickered. success course, picking up 

"Um, they teach kids." many of the same learning 
"Exactly!" Sherman strategies imparted by Leslie 

exclaimed with unbridled Sherman at Broward, includ- 
enthusiasm. ing the difference between 

The young woman smiled. college and high school. 
She'd aced Ms. Sherman's "You're more independent, 
test, such as it was. With a and you have to find your 
bounce in her step, the stu- own way through," he said. 
dent returned to her seat. 1 uis understood what that 

"Is it frustrating?" entailed. Yet, despite the 
Sherman asked rhetorically fact that he was not 
after class. "Of course it is. ctnployed, Luis set aside 
But I can't let that come loo little time each day for 
out. It's my job to give studying, insisting that he 
these kids a second chance could only retain the mate- 
in life. So many of them r~a l  for a short time. "I can 
have never had praise - m ~ d y  an entire week, and it 
ever. Nobody ever said to doesn't do me any good," 
them: 'I believe in you."' LuisGudino&mi&thatpoora@habi&hm he explained. "I have to 

One story speaks vol- hampered his progress in South Texas College's study the day before and 
umes about the personal radiology pmgram.Still,he's determined to sac- the night before (tests). 
relationships Sherman ceed-and STC's " r u ~ ~ c o u r s e "  will help hi. The day before, I have to 
builds with her students. cram it all in." 
One day in late October, That pattern backfired last 
she received a call from a young woman in her fall when Max Abbassi, the department chair and 
success class. The student's 2-year-old son had Luis' biology professor, demanded that students 
died 10 minutes earlier, losing a long battle with gradually absorb the nuances of cell and bone 
kidney disease. Leslie Sherman was the first person structures in advance of the semester5 first exam. A 
she called. week before the test - an exam for which, as usual, 

[continued 01i Page 2 0 )  
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he had failed to crack a book - Luis decided he 
wasn't willing to risk his GPA, his insurance dis- 
count and his admission into the radiology tech 
program. H e  dropped the class. 

Two years earlier, Luis would have left the class 
and drifted away unnoticed. Today, STC has a dif- 
ferent protocol: Before a student leaves, he or she 
must first deliver a face-to-face explanation to the 
instructor. 

Luis was one of four test-phobic students 
Abbassi met prior to the first exam. Appealing to 
their pride, he urged each one not to give up. The 
appeal failed, as Luis refused to reverse his decision 
to drop the course. But the system may yet suc- 
ceed: Luis plans to enroll again -this time incor- 
porating the lessons that Abbassi has taught. "I 
want to be up for the challenge of it," Luis said. "1 
want to do  better, like the professor said, with my 
time management." 

Although STCs safety net caught Luis Gudino, no 
one can accurately say how many community college 
students like Andy Smith continue to fall through the 
cracks. Andy graduated from high school last June 
filled with high hopes and ambition. Determined to 
become an FBI agent, he had plotted a path that had 
him studying criminal justice for two years at 
Mountain Empire Community College in Virginia, 
attending two more years at the Univmity of 
Tennessee, and then enrolling in the FBI Academy. 
Less than two months into that plan, Andy walked 
out of MECC and never returned. H e  didn't stay 
long enough to take even a single college-level exam. 

The reason was simple: money. A new, higher- 
paying job with a telecommunications company 
offered him the promise of keeping up with a cell 
phone bill, car payments and credit card debt. 
MECC made no effort to  keep Andy enrolled. 

Andy's story is one that no college president 
wants to hear, particularly one at a college that is 
initiating programs to retain at-risk students. 'We 
need a support system for that individual," said 
MECC President Terrance Suarez. "I think of that 
as a college failure. w h y  weren't we in a position to 
intervene and counsel that person and try to make 
sure that he stayed? We could have made some 
kind of adjustment for him. Perhaps he could have 
taken one or two classes and stayed in school. . . . 
It's not all our responsibility But if we could have 
presented this young man with an alternative, he 
may not have left." 

Hank Dunn, director of student sewices at 
Sinclair Community College in Dayton, Ohio, a 
leader in implementing strategies to keep students 

engaged and in school, believes Suarez was being 
too hard on himself and his school. Sometimes, 
Dunn pointed out, students simply drop out and 
there's nothing that can stop them. 

"I wish we could say that couldn't happen here - 
but it can," Dunn said. "If you withdraw or try to 
withdraw from school, we do have a withdrawal 
mechanism: Is it financial help? A job? Child care? 
Transportation issues? Before we let you walk out the 
door, we do try to help you. But what we've found is 
that 70 percent of the reasons students want to leave 
we have no control over." 

Creating communities 
of commuter students 

As they step up efforts to keep students like Luis 
Gudino and Andy Smith enrolled, two-year institu- 
tions also are renewing their commitment to engage 
students who are on track. In some ways, the "com- 
munity" in community college can be misleading. 
Unlike residential, four-year institutions, community 
colleges don't typically offer the camaraderie of 
residence halls, intercollegiate sports, fraternities, 
sororities and other non-academic amenities that 
create a more expansive learning environment. 
Community college students are typically (and nec- 
essarily) more involved with real life than with 
campus life -and many see this difference as a plus. 
"At community colleges, students see education as a 

Andy Smith dropped out rbr weeks after starting dasses at 
Mountain Empire Community College- abandoninsat 
least temponn'ly, his plan to transfer to the University of 
Tennessee and become an FBI agent. 



projects, but only 21 percent 
interacted outsrde the class- 
room. Colleges are working to  
Increase those rate9 of peer 
lnterachon - sometimes in 
unconventional ways. 

One of those ways a playing 
out In Ashlee Brand and Bonnle 
Gunn's "hybnd" classroom at 
South Texas Coflege in a com- 
b~natlon bordering on Incon- 
gruous, STC has melded two 
courses English 1301 and 
Brology 1408 Brand handles 
the former, Gunn the latter in 
their class, the goal 1s to create 
an active learnmg communtty, 
one in which students teach 
each other, and where the pas- 
s~ve recelpt of information via 
lecture 1s the exception, not the 
~ l e .  Learnlng communihes are 
touted by experts such as 
Vincent Tinto of Syracuse 
Unlverslty as a key stiategy in 
today's colleges. 

Sergio Silva, in class at South Texas College with Alexandra Hinojosa and English "When the faculty collabo- 
inrtructor Ashlee Brand, is on ha& to receive his associate's degree in 2007 and rates, the students really p,ck 
plans to pursue a four-year degree in computer science. Just five years ago, he up,,r said Brand, a college 
spoke no English. English Instructor who began 
pr~vilege," said Robert Cabello, vice president of her own academic Journey at a community college 
student affalrs at Broward In upstate New kbrk nI was just like these stu- 

Nrchelle Campbell, a 25-year-old slngle mother dents," Brand recalled, except that her first expo- 
and second-year Broward student, echoes Cabello sure to a learntngrommunity came much later 
Prlor to becomlng a student herself, Nichelle held "Why wan untll grad school to give t h ~ s  cype of 
a cler~cal pos~tlon at the University of Miami in opportunit)n" she asked. 
Coral Gables She now vlews higher education Why mdeed- as the students in the Brand-Gunn 
from two d~fferent perspecttves classroom proved one recent bright Texas morn- 

"We have a lot of parents here who think 'If I'm Ing. Jayney Garcia and Alexandra Hmojosa sat on 
paylng for this class, then I have to flnish this one stde of a table, oppostte 5ergro Silva and 
class,"' she satd another student. The lines were clearly delineated 

More than 80 percent of smdents in two-year Sergto and his partner with their skill in the x i -  
collegec, Nlchelle Included, have a tull- or part- ences matched wlth Jayney's and Alexandra's 
tlme job, accordrng to the Community College appreciation for the written word 
Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE) Work 'The interaction is the best thing about leatnlng 
and famlly obllgat~ons are the main reasons many commun~t~es," said Sergo. "If you ju3t focus an the 
community college students head straight to the science, then you close your eyes to the other per- 
parklng lot after class spectives You put the two mlnds together, and you 

In 2004, CCSSE data showed that only I6  come up with more ideas " 
percent of community college students were After graduating from hlgh school, Alexandra 
lnvolved in extracurricular campus activ~tres tried to learn bl~logy the conventional way - lec- 
The 2005 survey found that 45 percent of two- m e ,  lab and study - at a four-year unmerslty near 
year students worked wlth classmates on rn-class her home It cldn't work Three years after she 
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dropped out of that institution, Alexandra 
enrolled at STC to take advantage of the lower 
cost, smaller class sizes and better access to faculty. 
The Englishibiology learning community turned 
out to be a bonus not only for Alexandra, but for 
the class as a whole: Brand said the cumulative 
grades in both English and biology have increased 
between 20 percent and 30 percent compared to 
when she and Gunn taught the classes separately. 

'This is great because, if we don't understand 
something, we can always ask another student," 
said Alexandra. More often than not, the student 
being asked is Sergio, a young man considered 
exceptional by both classmates and instructors. 
"He's the brains here," said Alexandra. "I think 
maybe he can teach some of this better than the 
teachers can." 

Sergio couldn't speak a word of English in 2001, 
when he left his family in Mexico to move into his 
grandparents' home an hour west of McAllen. On 
his first day of school in his new country, his class- 
mates rose for the pledge of allegiance. Without a 
clue as to what they were doing or saying, Sergio 
followed suit. "I knew something was going on, so I 
figured I'd better stand up," he said. 

By his second year he'd mastered the language. 
("When 1 found out he'd just learned to speak 
English two years before he started college, I 
almost fell over," recalled Brand.) A year later, 
Sergio graduated 13th in his class of 325 students. 
Had he known about Advanced Placement courses, 
Sergio believes he would have ranked even higher. 
With all of these achievements came a growing 
awareness of the value of a college education. 

Supported by a grandfather laboring in the farms 
for $5.20 an hour, Sergio saw community college 
as his only option after high school - and a very 
welcome one. It puzzles Sergio that some people 
look down their noses at a two-year institution. "I 
don't look at STC as an obstacle, I look at it as a 
steppingstone to a four-year school," said Sergio, 
who has his eye on either the University of Texas 
at Austin or Texas A& in College Station. 

Wherever he transfers after receiving his associ- 
ate's degree in 2007, Sergio plans to continue pur- 
suing a degree in computer science. Brand and 
Gunn have bigger plans. "Sergio has the brain of a 
researcher," said Brand. "We're trying to show him 
all the options in his life." Sergio finds the teach- 
ers' inducements amusing. "They're trying to 
brainwash me," he joked. 

The relationship between instmctors such as 
Ashlee Brand and Bonnie Gunn and students like 

Sergio Silva is not unusal. Spend enough time on a 
community college campus - anywhere - and it is 
often difficult to determine who does more to inspire 
whom. In many ways, reciprocity is the soul of the 
two-year system - and that spirit extends beyond stu- 
dent-teacher relationships. More and more colleges 
are building links to local businesses, manufacturers, 
civic groups and governmental leaders. 

Forging and strengthening 
college-community links 

Mountain Empire Community College in 
Virginia is a place where community ties have 
always been strong. 'The trad~tional university has 
a statewide responsibility, but we have a defined 
service region," said MECC President Terrance 
Suarez. In many ways that region - and the direc- 
tion of the college itself - are defined by one 
word: coal. Area employment has long been tied 
to the mines tucked into the breathtaking 
Appalachian hills that gave Mountain Empire its 
name, though service industry and technology jobs 
are becoming more prevalent. 

After working hours, there isn't much to do in Lee, 
Scott, Wise and Dickenson counties, the mral outposts 
that MECC serves. In fact, most folks are likely to 
view Big Stone Gap as the kind of place that inspires 
dreams of escape. The nearest shopping mall is 45 
minutes away, and, according to Andy Smith, local 
conversations often focus on the frequent, fatal car 
wrecks on the region's mountain roads. 

Few people understand the area's coal-fired history 
better than Wendell Fowler, a professor of mining, 
maintenance and manufacturing at MECC. A for- 
mer miner who earned master's and doctoral 
degrees while recovering from a crippling mine 
injury, Fowler is the faculty point man between 
MECC and the mining companies. "A lot of places 
wouldve fired a guy like me when the mines went 
down," said Fowler, referring to the 1990s, when 
demand for coal dropped and mining jobs in south- 
west Virginia dwindled. Instead, MECC provided a 
sabbatical so Fowler could switch his area of 
expertise to construction. Three years ago, when 
the mining companies slowly started to return, 
Fowler reinvented himself and the mining program. 
There was little choice. 

The days when the coal companies would pluck 
"red hats" (laborers) off the sheets of Big Stone Gap 
and send them into the mines with minimal 
training are over. 



Today's coal miners use their brains, not just their 
backs, said Valerie Lee, a recruiter for the 
Cumberland River Coal Co. Lee, who staffed a 
booth at a recent MECC job fair, emphasized that 
high-tech equipment requires miners to be tech- 
nology-sawy and well-trained. "If that piece of 
equipment goes down," she said, pointing to the 
computerized image of a multiton earthmover, 
"they need to hook up  a laptop, diagnose the prob- 
lem and fix it. And you learn that in college." 

No one knows that better than Fowler, whose 
teaching, now more than ever, parallels an industry 
that has retooled itself around the latest technolo- 
gy. Today's miner must have skills in math, com- 
puters, circuitry, motor control and programmable 
object control (robotics). 'We still mine coal under- 
ground, but it's not with a pick and axe," Fowler 
explained. "It's all automated now." 

So, too, is Fowler's classroom, a lab filled with 
students punching ominous-looking red buttons 

that control various high-tech gadgets and tools of 
the mining trade - all donated by the coal industry. 

Before students get to the gadgetry, though, 
Fowler turns their concentration to an even more 
important aspect of modern mining - and perhaps 
of any industry. 'The first thing we teach is prob- 
lem-solving," he said. 

'We empower people. 
That's what we do here.' 

The father of two, miner Jeff Day spends as many 
as six days a week rebuilding underground machin- 
ety and the little spare time that he ha3 in MECCs 
non-credit mining apprentice program. It is some- 
thing he has to do for himself and his family. 

Without the mining program, Day said, "I'd 
be making a lot less money, and I wouldn't be 
moving up." 

Last fall, 70 students were enrolled in Fowler's 
classes, the vast majority of them - like Day - 
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for no credit. Though disappointed that only 
two of his students are working toward degrees, 
Fowler isn't motivated solely by the number of 
students who emerge with diplomas. 

"We empower people," he said. "That's what we 
do here. We get people with low self-esteem, 
and we prove to them that they can go to college 
and that they can make something of themselves." 

T h e  proof for many students begins with dual 
enrollment, programs that allow them to take 
college-level classes in high school. The problem 
is that such programs too rarely include the stu- 
dents who might be expected to benefit the 
most, those in low-income, at-risk populations. 
"So far, it's the middle- and upper-class kids who 
take advantage of (dual enrollment)," said 
Thomas Bailey of tlie Community College 
Research Center. "They see it as a way to get 
a head start so they can get through the basic 
education classes and start taking applied aca- 
demics earlier." 

That is starting to change at schools such as 
South Texas College. By offering its dual-enroll- 
ment classes in the high schools themselves, 
STC hopes to attract students who might not be 
on a college track and therefore are disinclined 
t o  take a course at an STC campus. In addition, 
dual-enrollment math and English students are 
not assessed tuition or fees. 

"We meet them more than halfway," said 
Nicholas Gonzalez, director of high school 
programs and services for STC. Moreover, the 
college offers dual enrollment to students who 
have no intention of pursuing a degree. High 
school students participating in STC's career 
tech program get training that can prepare them 
for employment as emergency medical techni- 
cians or in prectsion manufacturing, computer- 
aided design, automotive and air-conditioning 
maintenance. 

Encouraged by the success and popularity of 
career tech, STC instituted an academic-track 
"medical science academy" that gives students 
the opportunity to earn an associate's degree in 
biology while still in high school. STC is consid- 
ering adding a similar program in engineering. 

Living in the real world, 
working toward a dream 

Nichelle Campbell, a second-year student at 
Broward Community College in Florida, is a walk- 
ing checklist of the at-risk community college stu- 
dent. The first in her family to attend college, 
Nichelle has a child and a full-time job. She was 
raised on the premise that "making a living and 
paying the bills" is a person's top priority. As a 
result, she said, she got through high school "by 
the skin of my t ee th  and went right to work. She 
didn't take her first college course until she was 21. 
Pregnant, she quit school after one semester. Three 
years later, Nichelle returned, only to learn that she 
would need two semesters of developmental math 
before she could earn a single math credit that 
counted toward her GPA. O n  paper, Nichelle 
Campbell is a prime candidate for failure. 

Fortunately, she isn't living her life on paper. She's 
living in the real world, and she's learning at a college 
that is doing all it can to keep her on the path to suc- 
cess - a path she has defined for herself quite clearly. 
Now 25, Nichelle will earn her associate5 degree in 
criminal justice from Broward this year She and her 
4-year-old daughter, Destiny, will then head to 
Florida State University in Tallahassee or to New York 
City? John Jay College of Criminal Justice. Three 
years from now, bachelois degree in hand, she will be 
an agent with the US .  Border Patrol. Nichelle out- 
lines her future with unwavering certainty 

There are tens of thousands of potential Nichelle 
Campbells out there -success stories just waiting 
to be written in every corner of the nation. Com- 
munity colleges are helping to write these stories in 
myriad ways: through learning communities, inno- 
vations in dual enrollment, community outreach 
and intrusive strategies that seek to address each 
student's unique needs. They are finding new ways 
to use data to foster student success - all with a 
single, overarching goal in mind: to help more 
students achieve their dreams. 
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